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1.0  PURPOSE AND  INTENT  
 
This Manual is intended to serve as a framework for the development of detailed 
design guidelines for Catawba County.  This manual establishes a common design 
language for new development in the unincorporated jurisdiction of the County.  
The guidelines are intended to attach the same or greater level of importance to the 
overall building design as is placed on the use contained within to facilitate the 
creation of a convenient, attractive and harmonious community as well as to reduce 
or prevent congestion in the public streets through the construction of a safe and 
interesting pedestrian realm.  
 
New buildings are expected to be constructed in Catawba County as long-term 
additions to the community for the purpose of encouraging economic development 
activities that enlarge the tax base by providing desirable residences and places of 
shopping, employment and public assembly. 
 
Throughout the County there are a number of conventional development types 
present including the single-family subdivision, the apartment complex, strip 
commercial development, and the office/industrial park. These are predominant 
features on the landscape, not just in Catawba County but throughout the United 
States as well.   
 
In an effort to guide future development using more sustainable development 
practices, six recommended development types form the focus of this Manual. They 
are as follows:  
 

 ɹ Village Center                Most Intense 
 ɹ Highway Commercial Center 
 ɹ Rural Commercial Center 
 ɹ Residential Neighborhood 
 ɹ Cluster Subdivision        Least Intense 

 
These preferred development types are introduced as variations of mixed-use, 
walkable developments that define a sense of place for the Catawba County as well 
as preserve its rural heritage. Use of the concepts, principles, and standards described 
in this manual can promote more consistent, sustainable development for the 
County. 
 
A basic vision developed in all of the small area plans is one of future development 
taking the form of more integrated residential and commercial development along 
the lines of traditional American towns and neighborhoods. In these historic 
precedents and in new developments learning from the lessons they teach us, the 
range of uses and facilities needed by citizens on a daily basis can be provided within, 
or immediately adjacent to residential areas. This provides more lifestyle choices, 
provides opportunities for energy savings, and an overall more enduring model of 
development. 
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Special situations may require variations from some of the specific standards or 
details in this Manual, but in these situations, alternative techniques that serve the 
intent of these guidelines should be used. 
 
This Manual has been compiled from other design guidelines from throughout the 
country. It is not intended to regulate specific development decisions nor is it a part 
of the official Unified Development Ordinance (UDO) or other official ordinances 
but rather, should be used as suggestions or guidelines that are specific to certain 
areas of the community that have been designated to accommodate a particular 
development at a point in time when adequate infrastructure is available.  Where this 
Design Manual is in conflict with the UDO or Procedures Manual, the UDO or 
Procedures Manual shall prevail. 
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The graphic above depicts the scope of these Guidelines ranging from the public realm of the street and the environment to the 
private realm of the building. 
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1.1   NOMENCLATURE  

 
The language used to describe and discuss places is important to both help people 
understand the building blocks of place-making and communicate clearly with one 
another about development-related decisions and actions.   
 
Landscape is a term that describes places by the nature of human activity on the land, 
from intense activity (an urban landscape) to modest activity (a rural landscape) to 
limited activity (a natural landscape).  In most places, there is rarely a firm line between 
one type of landscape and another, but instead a gradual transition between landscapes; 
modifying terms are sometimes used to describe these finer gradations, such as 
"suburban" landscape or "semi-rural" landscape. 
 
Development Types classify places by a combination of the primary function of a 
place, the diversity of activities within a place, and design characteristics such as scale and 
physical layout.  Development types are of three main forms: 
 
ƴ District  - a relatively low-density area with a dominant single use designed primarily for 

automobile access.  There can be employment districts consisting of office and industrial uses, 
retail districts, single-family residential districts, and special districts, such as airports or 
landfills. 

ƴ Center - an area of concentrated activity involving multiple uses - living, working, learning, 
playing, eating, shopping, etc. designed to accommodate pedestrians and transit use in addition 
to auto travel.  Centers can be of different scales:  regional, community, neighborhood, village, 
rural.  

ƴ Neighborhood - a residential area with a variety of housing types and some supporting 
service and civic uses that is designed to accommodate pedestrians and transit use in addition to 
auto travel. 

 
As with landscapes, modifying terms are often used to describe differences in scale or 
primary purpose among these development types, for example, an "office district" or a 
"regional center."  Special care should be taken in recognizing these modifying terms, 
especially in the case of "village center" which defines a main development type.  A 
village center is scaled to serve the needs of residents in close proximity to each other. 
 
Natural Areas are important land or water areas that may serve as boundaries to 
development types or may penetrate development types.  Natural features such as stream 
corridors are also often part of districts, centers and neighborhoods; whether they are 
classified as distinct natural areas is usually a function of their size.  In Catawba County, 
places such as the Catawba Game Lands, Bakers Mountain and Lake Norman are 
examples of large natural areas. 
 
Building Type classifies individual buildings by their physical design. 
 
Land Use classifies individual buildings, sites, or areas by the specific activity or 
activities that occur there.   
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To see how these terms both differ from and relate to one another when referred to in 
this Manual, consider the following example: 
 
The detached house is a common building type in the County.  It is found in both urban 
and rural landscapes.   
 
A development type consisting of detached houses on large lots arranged in a cul-de-sac 
pattern would be a residential district.  A development type that integrates detached 
houses on a variety of lot sizes with other residential building types and supporting 
service and civic uses arranged along a street network that is walkable would be a 
neighborhood.  Detached houses on small lots can also be found in some centers, where 
they would be in close proximity to apartments, shops and workplaces. 
 
Although the primary land use of a parcel with a detached house is single-family 
residential, a detached house can be subdivided into more than one dwelling unit, can be 
converted into offices or shops, or can serve as both a home and a workplace (such as an 
accountantõs office, a home day-care center or a craft studio). 

 

 
 

Two examples of the detached house being used for non-residential purposes. Except for the small signage in the front yard 
both buildings maintain their residential character. Note that the image on the right is new construction while the other is a 
historic homeplace. 
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2.0   DEVELOPMENT  TYPES 
 
These development types are introduced as variations of mixed-use, walkable developments 
that encourage sustainable development practices and reinforce the rural heritage of the 
unincorporated portions of the County. 
 
Village Center:  A mixed-use activity center scaled to serve a trade area with a radius less than 3 miles. 
 
Rural Commercial Center:  A mixed-use activity center in a rural setting for area residents consisting of 
scattered, small buildings  with an aggregate retail component less than 15,000 square feet per zoning lot; 
buildings are clustered around a central public space or prominent intersection. Individual buildings at rural 
crossroads and along rural thoroughfares are similarly detailed. 
 
Highway Commercial Center:  A mixed-use activity center for the general public with an aggregate retail 
component of 50,000 or less per zoning lot with the buildings clustered around a central public space, major 
intersection or along a corridor. 
 
Residential Neighborhood: A conventional single-family subdivision that is designed to be compact and 
pedestrian-friendly and built on an interconnected street pattern. 
 
Cluster Subdivision:  A rural neighborhood that clusters development onto a portion of a site, retaining the 
remainder in open space.  Design elements favor the protection of environmentally sensitive areas or the 
community's rural character. 
 
While it is not expected that all future development will conform to these conventions, these 
development types can accommodate the full range of uses in a community. 
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2.1  VILLAGE  CENTERS  
 
A mixed-use activity center scaled to serve a trade area with a radius less than 3 miles. 
 
Village Centers are nodes that are focused around major and minor street intersections, as 
adequate infrastructure is made available. They are equivalent in their program (but not their 
form) to the Neighborhood Center as defined by the International Council on Shopping 
Centers (ICSC) as development of retail shops and offices. 
 
 
Village Centers 
encourage the 
construction of 
compact, 
walkable 
buildings that 
compliment the 
surrounding 
neighborhoods 
and are 
supported by 
existing and 
planned 
transportation networks constructed to support the traffic demands of both the auto and the 
pedestrian. Village Centers should be designed around a square, plaza, or other urban open 
space that can serve as a focal point for community activities. 
 
Village Centers historically formed near the convergence of large, coherent neighborhoods and 
near the intersection of major streets or roads.  
 
In general, Village Centers have a maximum distance from the center of the Storefront area to 
the edge of 1/4 mile or a 5 minute walk for the average adult. Village Centers are most often 
comprised of uses similar to a typical Grocery Store-anchored shopping center, though they 
front on a pedestrian-friendly grid of streets rather than a large parking lot. 
 
Classical Village Centers are typically defined by 4 organizing elements: the Storefront area, 
Central residential area, Village residential area and the Village greenway area. 
 
Storefront area.   This area serves as the village core and is the center of pedestrian activity.  A 
typical village core is an area radiating 1/8 to 1/4 mile (or up to a 5 minute walk for an average 
adult) from the "Main-Main" intersection or a primary focal point such as a town square or 
village green.  All mixed use/commercial uses of the village must be located only within the 
storefront area and consists of the most intense urban buildings in both massing and use.  This 
area provides a variety of retail shops and services to support the needs of village residents and 
other local residents, complemented by other compatible business, civic, institutional and 
upper-story residential  uses in commercial type buildings in a manner consistent with a small 

Images of a pedestrian-friendly village center with wide sidewalk with street trees, on-street parking, quality 
building materials and appropriate architectural detailing  
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downtown or central market place in the community.  Upper story dwelling units above non-
residential uses are encouraged.  First floor residential uses are prohibited. 
 

ƴ Central residential area.  This area provides a wide variety of housing 
types in close proximity to the storefront area when the village contains 
commercial uses or the village core when commercial uses are not present.  
This area serves as an ideal location for medium to high-density housing.  The 
housing, together with the core, provide a network of well-connected, 
pedestrian-scaled streets. In addition, where transit stops are located in the 
core, there is a significant transit user population within walking distance.  The 
central residential area serves as the transition from the intensity of the core to 
the surrounding lower density neighborhoods.  The size of the area is largely a 
function of the scale of the village center, and walking distances to the core. 

ƴ Village residential area. This area is required in all villages, generally 
located outside the central residential area, and contains primarily single-family 
detached dwelling units, but may include multi-family and accessory dwelling 
units.  While these areas should be seamlessly connected to the central 
residential area and/or the storefront area by pedestrian-oriented streets, 
transitions from the adjacent areas should be accomplished through the proper 
design of the public realm of the street (including the use of traffic calming 
features on existing streets) as well through appropriate massing, scale, and 
architectural design of the buildings. 

ƴ Village greenway area.  This area is required in all villages.  This area must 
consist of a combination of natural wooded area (if pre-existing) and managed 
areas such as multiple greens, commons, squares and parks. 

 
Within all Village Centers, building heights should be greatest in the Storefront core area and 
should transition to lower heights outward from the Core to the boundary of the Village 
Center. Buildings at the Edge should be comparable in height and massing to the adjacent and 
nearby properties as well as the surrounding neighborhood. In general, housing densities 
should be highest within Centers, transitioning to progressively lower densities moving 
outwards from the Core to the Village Residential area. This transition can be accomplished 
using thoughtful architectural design, height, and massing. 
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General Village Center Guidelines 
 

A. There is a variety of residential, 
non-residential, and civic uses 
within close proximity to each 
other all connected with a logical 
street system and a coherent 
pedestrian/bicycle network. 

B. Parking is generally to the side or 
rear of buildings. Where parking is 
located in the front yard, it is 
screened with landscaping, fences 
and/or low walls. 

C. Within the Village Center, there 
should be a coordinated 
streetscape theme that includes 
standardized lighting, signage, and 
landscaping.  

D. Urban open space should be 
designed as specific places, such as 

squares, plazas, village greens, 
small parks or playgrounds, with 
their edges defined by buildings. 

E. Storefronts should be built to the 
street, with vertical mixed uses and 
on-street parking combined with 
rear yard parking. 

F. Civic and institutional uses should 
be designed as part of a Mixed-
Use Center rather than as isolated, 
stand-alone buildings. The Core 
area of the Village Center should 
contain some buildings that are 
mixed vertically in use, with retail 
at street level and office and 
residential uses located to the rear 
or on upper stories. 

. 
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Pedestrian Amenities in Village Centers 
  

1. Provide a complete network of paths that interconnect building entrances, 
parking, transit stops, public sidewalks and crossings, adjacent properties, 
adjoining off-street paths, and other key destinations on or adjacent to the 
site. 

 
2. Pedestrian circulation should be an integral part of the initial site layout. 

Organize the site so that the buildings frame and reinforce pedestrian 
circulation, and so that the pedestrians walk along building fronts rather 
than along or across parking lots and driveways. Also arrange buildings to 
create view corridors between pedestrian destinations within and adjacent 
to the site including building entrances, open space, and nearby public 
amenities including parks and greenways. 

 
3. Pedestrian pathways should be provided from the street to the parking area 

between buildings, as necessary to ensure reasonably safe, direct, and 
convenient access to building entrances and off-street parking. They should 
be clearly defined and enjoyable to use. To aid pedestrian navigation and 
comfort, provide the following elements along paths: 

ƴ Landscaping, such as rows of trees and shrubs, flowerbeds, and 
planters. 

ƴ Pedestrian scaled lighting fixtures, such as short metal, concrete 
or plastic decorative lighted posts. 

ƴ Small, color-coded way-finding signs, or a directory. 
ƴ Vertical architectural elements, such as markers or arches. 
ƴ Seating and resting spots. 
ƴ Special paving. 
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Illustration of a planned development or village showing a grocery store behind a large parking field with new liner outparcel 
buildings that improve the pedestrian realm and establish a sense of place for the area  
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2.2 RURAL  COMMERCIAL  AND  HIGHWAY  COMMERCIAL  

DEVELOPMENT  
 
Rural Commercial Development is a mixed-use activity center in a rural setting consisting of 
scattered, small buildings) with an aggregate retail component of 15,000 square feet or less per 
zoning lot; buildings are clustered around a central public space or prominent intersection. Individual 
buildings at rural crossroads and along rural thoroughfares are similarly detailed. 
 
Highway Commercial Center:  A mixed use activity center for the general public with an aggregate 
retail component of 50,000 or less per zoning lot with the buildings clustered around a central public 
space, major intersection or corridor  Larger buildings would require a rezoning to a planned 
development. 
 
A. New buildings should be consistent 

with the existing historic residential 
character and built fabric.  

B. Rural Commercial districts establish 
setbacks   and lot sizes that are 
compatible with residential 
neighborhoods. 

C. Buildings should be residential in 
scale and character, with pitched 
roofs. New buildings generally 
should not exceed 2 stories.  

D. While Rural and Highway Commercial Center buildings typically are set back 
from the fronting thoroughfare, it should as minimal as possible, permit 
pedestrian access from the street while providing some convenience parking in 
the front yard. 
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2.3  RESIDENTIAL NEIGHBORHOOD SUBDIVIS ION  
 
A conventional single-family subdivision that is designed to be compact and pedestrian-friendly and 
built on an interconnected street pattern. 
 
General Residential Development Principles 
 
A. Neighborhoods should be based upon overall density and minimum lot size. 

Within a given density, a range of housing could be provided within 
neighborhood including single family and duplexes. 

 
B. Homes within the neighborhood compliment one another in style and materials 

without being repetitive and monotonous. Consider the use of traditional 
southern architectural details such as front porches and stoops.  
 

C. Adjacent residential development should be linked by connecting streets and 
continuous walks, paths, trails, and open spaces. 
 

D. Parking lots, driveways, and garage doors are encouraged to be located at the side 
or rear of the dwelling.  
 

E. Preserve existing vegetation where practical.  Preserve field-grown trees in parks 
in neighborhood open spaces. 
 

F. Useable open space is based upon square footage per lot versus a fixed 
percentage of developed space within each neighborhood. Useable open space 
shall be planned and improved, accessible and usable by persons living nearby. 
Improved shall mean cleared of underbrush and debris and may contain one or 
more of the following enhancements: landscaping, walls, fences, walks, statues, 
utilities, irrigation, fountains, ball fields, and/or playground equipment. 
 

G. Setbacks should be even and consistent though variation is encouraged where it 
would protect an important view corridor such as a stand of trees, a body of 
water or other environmental feature, or where it would create a useable open 
space such as a small square. 



 

 

  
 

CATAWBA COUNTY   

 

General Development Guidelines Manual 
14 

 
H.  Avoid streets that are long and wide to prevent speeding and reduce the impact 

of unnecessary paving on the environment. 
 

 
 
2.4 CLUSTER SUBDIVISION  
 
The Cluster subdivision is an alternative to the conventional method of platting all 
available land into private lots by conserving a significant portion of the land (30% 
or greater) as permanently protected open space. The Development Type is similar 
to a conservation neighborhood which has been thoroughly documented by Randall 
Arendt in his book Growing Greener: Putting Conservation into Local Plans and 
Ordinance and is hereby incorporated by reference. 
 
This method of neighborhood design generally follows the conventions of 
Residential Neighborhood development but is more appropriate in environmentally 
sensitive areas or where it is unlikely that public utilities will be efficiently provided. 
It differs from Residential Neighborhoods in that the protected open space must 
often serve as the primary connection between neighborhoods rather than the 
seamless connection of one neighborhood block to another.  
 
The area to be conserved should include 25% Primary Conservation areas and 75% 
Secondary Conservation areas. 
 

 ɹ Primary Open Space Areas: This land is prime development land including 
mature woodlands, hedgerows, large trees, prime farmland, natural meadows, 
upland habitats, historic buildings, geologic formations, and scenic views 
(particularly from public roads). 

 ɹ Secondary Open Space Areas: Secondary open space areas have been 
determined as inappropriate for development because they contain otherwise 
unbuildable land in the form of federally-regulated streams and wetlands, 
floodplains, power lines, or slopes greater than 20%.   

 
 
 
 

New residential neighborhoods should preserve existing vegetation, use traditional architectural styles or compatible 
design theme, and reduce the visual impact of the automobile to avoid the appearance of a placeless, suburban tract 
development. 
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A Cluster subdivision protecting natural resources on a site 
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